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GuSTAV ICHHEISER 


This critical comment might be easily misinterpreted as being “only termino- 
logical” in character. For it might look as if we were raising our main 
objection against calling “aggression” reactions to frustration which should 
not be called aggression; particularly, against calling ‘‘aggression’” what in 
terms of common sense is rather “defence.” However, experience shows that 
terminological issues and disputes are seldom “only” terminological. For 
there is a compulsive power and seductive magic in words from which even 
the scientist cannot free himself altogether. No definitions, be they as precise 
as they may and as aloof as they may from everyday life language, and its 
meanings, will be able to prevent a subtle insinuation of hidden connotations 
and emotional overtones of the chosen words into our thought. And this 
insinuation will bend and distort our conceptions in its own direction. ‘This is 
true especially when the given term is loaded with connotations and emotional 
appeals which are as strong as in the case of the term ‘‘aggression.”” Conse- 
quently, the following terminologically-minded critique attacks, in fact, not 
words but rather the bias contained in, and hidden behind, the words. 

In raising our objection against calling “aggression” reactions to frustration 
which should not be called aggression, we are making the following three 
assumptions. First, that the authors (and adherents) of the frustration- 
aggression hypothesis do not use the term aggression as a synonym of ‘‘psycho- 
logical reaction”; for if all psychological reactions would be called aggression, 
then, of course, the frustration-aggression hypothesis would be certainly 
correct, however, at the very high price of being quite empty. Second, we 
have to assume that they are using the term aggression in a certain approxi- 
mation to the meaning of this word in everyday life language. And third 
(which is closely related to the second), we take it that the authors did not 
re-define the term aggression in such a way as to include also defence-reactions 
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into the concept of aggression; if the frustration-aggression hypothesis has to 
have any definite and specific meaning, we have rather to assume that the 
authors accept as valid the basic commonsense distinction between aggression 
on the one hand, and defence on the other. If aggression is an action aiming 
at the injury of other people by ourselves, then defence is an action aiming at 
prevention of an injury to ourselves by other people. 

After these preliminary clarifications, we insist that if we do not wish to 
confuse all the respective facts and issues, we have to recognize that defence 
iy at least as typical as a reaction to frustration as is aggression—if not more 
so. In other words, we insist that the semantic confusion underlying the 
frustration-aggression hypothesis is very serious indeed, and is the source of 
many basic misunderstandings and misinterpretations on the generalized level 
as well as in the application to different specific problems and conflicts of our 
time. 

Our own “‘counter-hypothesis” contains three main points. (a) The authors 
(and adherents) of the frustration-aggression theory are, in our opinion, not 
aware that they are confusing the perspective of the actings individual with 
the perspective of other people to whom this action refers; (b) the authors 
distort the reality of the situation by neglecting the role of misperceptions in 
the area of self-perception and social perception; to be more specific, they fail 
to take into account the fact that people rather defend themselves in reaction 
to frustration—in terms of their own perception of the situation—and are 
being misinterpreted by other people as being aggressive; (c) the authors, in 
my opinion, are unaware that they simply repeat on the level of scientific 
conceptualization the same misinterpretation of motives which the common 
man, in a much more crude and naive way, is committing in his everyday 
life relations (3). 

Before elaborating upon these three main points of our argument, let us 
make clear our meaning by using the following example. 

Let us, then, assume that an individual 4 feels that he was unfairly treated, 
or even exploited, by B, and after a prolonged period of patient toleration, 
brings finally the issue into the open by acting either on the verbal or on the 
“real” level against B. In doing this, he obviously, from his own standpoint, 
i.e., in terms of his own motives, does nof commit any agzressive action but 


‘As to the different perspectives (aspects) in human relations see my article 
“Structure and Dynamics of Interpersonal Relations” (1) which is very relevant 
with reference to the problems here under discussion. I analyze in that article espe- 
cially the relation between “images” (the way we see things) and the “attitudes” 
(the way we react to things). In a recent article (2), S. Stansfeld Sargent, too, is 
stressing the role of “defining the situation” as an important factor in the reactions 
to frustration. 
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rather defends himself, as he sees it. This holds true even if injury to others 
is the result of his action. Now, if B, as this very often happens, is not aware 
that he was treating unfairly, or that he was even exploiting 4, then, obvi- 
ously, he will misunderstand the situation as it looks in the perspective of 4, 
and will misinterpret from his own point of view in turn, 4’s action as 
“aggression.” Finally, if the spectator C, as this also frequently happens, is 
uninformed about the background and the history of the controversial issue 
between 4 and B, then he, too, might easily misunderstand the real state of 
affairs and misinterpret as “aggression” what from the standpoint of 4 is 
“defence.” Is there not some real danger that the frustration-aggression 
theorist finds himself, without being aware of it, placed in the same position 
as the spectator C who does not understand the reality of the situation because 
he fails to take into account the complexity, ambiguity, and, particularly, the 
relativity of perspectives in human relations? 

Let us now return to our three main points. 

First: The explicit distinction between motives (intentions) on the one 
hand, and consequences of human actions on the other, is an essential pre- 
condition of a realistic as well as sophisticated approach to human behavior 
and human relations. This all the more as there obtains a characteristic 
discrepancy between motives and consequences of actions (Wundt’s principle 
of the “‘heterogeny of ends’ refers to this fact), and there is a widespread 
tendency to confuse these two aspects of human behavior. It might be of 
interest to mention that, for instance, in the sociology of Max Weber the 
distinction between the “subjective meanings” and the objective social conse- 
quences of human actions, plays a very important role. If we wish to under- 
stand the real motives of an individual then we have to define them in terms 
of what his actions mean to him, and not in terms of what they mean, or how 
they appear, fo others. It seems to me that the frustration-aggression hypoth- 
esis completely disregards this basic postulate, and systematically interprets 
motives in terms of consequences. 

Second: As a result of this confusion the frustration-aggression theorists 
do not realize, or at least do not take into account, that the very same action 
can easily have a meaning and function of “defence” from the standpoint of 
the acting individual, and of ‘“‘aggression”’ from the standpoint of other people. 
More than that. It is one of the most characteristic features of this situation 
that “we,” by and large, defend ourselves, and aggressive are the ‘‘others.” 
Not to understand this relativity of perspectives and paradoxes of social per- 
ception, means to be blinded to an essential aspect of human relations. It 
would appear almost incomprehensible that the adherents of the frustration- 
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aggression theory overlook this obvious.state of affairs, if we would not know 
by experience that psychologists and sociologists very frequently tend to 
overlook certain obvious facts (+). 

Third: Instead of being critical, and even skeptical, as to the misperceptions 
and misinterpretations operating in everyday life, the frustration-aggression 
hypothesis repeats unconsciously the pattern of the psychopathology of every- 
day life relations and presents this mythology in the clothes of a theory which 
is equipped with all the impressive symbols of that magic thing which is called 
“science.” Which procedure, incidentally, lends some support to the suspicion 
of those who insist the psychological theories are nothing but disguised syste- 
matizations of the, whether individually or collectively, conditioned bias of 
their authors.? 


CONCLUSION 


Let us now summarize the main points of our critique. 

1. If, and as long, as we are using in psychology and sociology words 
which are taken over from the everyday life language, we have to use them in 
an approximation to their commonsense meaning, and any striking deviations 
and disagreements, have to be avoided. 

2. ‘The counter-concept to aggression in everyday life language is, obvi- 
ously, defence; it would be, therefore, utterly misleading to define the term 
aggression (intended injury to others) in such a way as to include into this 
concept also those types of reaction which are defined by commonsense as 
defence (prevention of injury to ourselves). 

3. The frustration-aggression hypothesis is lacking in perspective; it 
confuses the meaning of actions in terms of the acting individual himself 
(motives, intentions, “subjective meaning’) with the meaning of these very 
same actions with reference to other people (consequences, social reper- 
cussions). 

+. The frustration-aggression hypothesis is under the suspicion of repeat- 
ing, unconsciously, on the scientific level the same misinterpretations of mo- 
tives which the common man in our society is committing in his everyday 
life relations. 

5. In challenging the indiscriminate application of the frustration- 
aggression hypothesis, we insist that people, in their own perspective, by and 
large, are rather “defending” themselves, and at the same time are being mis- 


*Incidentally, is this critical comment of mine an “aggression” committed by myself 
because I am intellectually frustrated by the frustration-aggression hypothesis? Or 
do I, being intellectually frustrated, only “defend” myself against the intellectual 
aggressiveness of the frustration-aggression theorists? 
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interpreted by other people as being “aggressive.” Not to be aware of this 
paradox of social perception, means to misunderstand one of the fundamental 
aspects of human relations. 

6. Instead of being a realistic contribution to an understanding of the 
confusion of our time, the frustration-aggression theory is, in our opinion, 
rather a significant (and, admittedly, in some respects stimulating) symptom 
ot this confusion. 
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